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ABSTRACT 
Molly Harry: The Interest In and Design of an Athletics Performance Curriculum  
(Under the direction of Erianne Weight)  
 
Intellectual and life-skill benefits of collegiate athletics participation have been documented in 
empirical research, yet athletics-centric curricula are traditionally not offered for academic credit 
in higher education. This research employed a survey, distributed to college varsity athletes, 
coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty from three Atlantic Coast Conference institutions, 
to explore the interest in and design of an athletics performance minor through the lens of the 
Integrated View of intercollegiate athletics. The results demonstrate a moderate interest in an 
athletics performance curriculum, with 66% of those surveyed voicing support. Those most 
supportive were varsity athletes and coaches, while faculty were the most skeptical. Courses 
most desired for this curriculum were sport psychology and leadership. This study adds to the 
literature by addressing the philosophical dichotomy that despite the nexus between educational 
outcomes and athletics, an opportunity for academic credit is lacking.  
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CHAPTER 1 
Statement of Purpose  
The foundation for this study comes from the Integrated View of athletics within the 
academy proposed by Myles Brand (2006). The defining aspect of this viewpoint is that athletic 
programs are essential to the educational mission of the university and serve a role that other 
programs and departments cannot fill (Brand, 2006). Within the seminal article on the integrated 
view, Brand posits that if “athletic participation is relevantly similar to music performance with 
respect to content… as well as instructor qualifications, then if academic credit is provided for 
music students, should it not also be provided for student athletes?” (Brand, 2006, p. 17).  
Research conducted by Weight, Cooper, and Popp (2015) found that almost half of 
NCAA Division I coaches believe that athletics should be structured similarly to academics, with 
a quarter of the coaches emphasizing this change in structure as a medium to achieve the 
university’s mission of education through athletics (p. 514). Some coaches also believed the 
integrated view could serve as an avenue to build stronger relationships with academic 
departments and athletics (Weight, Cooper, & Popp, 2015).  
While athletics is generally viewed as unworthy of academic credit due to its “extra-
curricular” status, other disciplines with similar organizational and pedagogical frameworks (i.e. 
theater, dance, and music) are considered “academic” and are offered as degree programs at 
many institutions. Building on this comparison, the role of music or theater at the university is 
not unlike the role of athletics. A small portion of the student body majors in music or dance and
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only a small percentage of students participate in athletics at the varsity level. Similarly, varsity 
athletes that are eligible to “go pro” have between a 0.9 percent and 8.6 percent chance, 
depending on the sport (estimated probability of competing in professional athletics, 2015), 
while dance students have less than a 1 percent chance of a professional career (Kinetz, 2005). 
Both music and athletics are appreciated by many university stakeholders, however they 
are not equally viewed as a valuable part of the educational environment based on the 
opportunity to earn academic credit (Brand, 2006; Weight & Huml, 2017). Addressing this issue, 
columnist Sally Jenkins posited, “we congratulate music majors for their passion, and tell them 
that even if they don’t make it in the symphony, they are acquiring an art and a method of 
thought that will be theirs forever. But for some reason we tell athletes who aspire to the highest 
levels that they are academically illegitimate, and look down on them as vocational students” 
(Jenkins, 2011, ¶ 13).  
Despite documented empirical research supporting intellectual and life-skill benefits of 
collegiate athletics participation, (e.g. Bonfiglio, 2016; Chalfin, Weight, Osborne & Johnson, 
2015; Gould & Carson, 2008; 2015; Hardcastle, Tye, Glassey & Hagger, 2015) there remains no 
formalized curriculum to study athletics performance. If there is clear educational value in 
athletics, it seems as though this education might be worthy of academic credit and 
formalization.  
One way to bridge the cultural campus divide between athletics and academics is through 
the construction of an athletics performance minor (Brand, 2006; Potuto, 2017). The minor may 
deepen educational experiences and opportunities for those interested in education through 
athletics (Brand 2006; Feezell, T., 2015; Weight, 2015; Weight et al., 2015) and provide a 
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medium to bring those in the academy and those in athletic administration together. This 
research pilots the study of interest in and design of an athletics performance minor which would 
pair “on-the-field” knowledge gained (e.g. strength training), with traditional education (e.g. 
applied exercise physiology), and facilitate credit for education that occurs outside of the 
traditional structures of the academy (viewing athletics similar in form to music, or dance, for 
example).  
Research Questions  
[RQ1] What is the level of interest in an athletics performance curriculum amongst varsity 
athletes, coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty?  
[RQ2] Are there significant differences in interest and design between varsity athletes, coaches, 
athletics administrators, and faculty?   
[RQ3] What courses should an athletics performance curriculum include? 
Assumptions	  	  1. The	  research	  methods	  employed	  are	  valid	  and	  reliable.	  	  2. Survey	  participants	  have	  answered	  the	  survey	  questions	  completely	  and	  truthfully.	  	  
Delimitations	  	  1. This	  study	  focused	  on	  a	  curriculum	  designed	  for	  National	  Collegiate	  Athletics	  Association	  (NCAA)	  Division	  I	  Football	  Bowl	  Subdivision	  institutions,	  and	  results	  should	  not	  be	  generalized	  to	  Football	  Championship	  Series,	  NCAA	  Divisions	  II	  and	  III,	  or	  National	  Association	  of	  Intercollegiate	  Athletics	  institutions.	  	  2. This	  study	  is	  only	  reflective	  of	  the	  university	  at	  which	  it	  was	  performed.	  	  3. This	  study	  is	  only	  reflective	  of	  the	  subjects	  interviewed	  and	  surveyed	  and	  it	  does	  not	  include	  opinions	  and	  viewpoints	  from	  other	  university	  personnel.	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Limitations	  	  1. This	  study	  is	  limited	  by	  survey	  response	  rates,	  response	  error,	  and	  response	  bias.	  	  2. This	  area	  of	  research	  involves	  a	  novel	  and	  contemporary	  concept	  that	  might	  be	  influenced	  by	  previous	  biases	  on	  the	  role	  of	  athletes	  within	  the	  academy.	  	  3. This	  research	  did	  not	  explore	  the	  implementation	  of	  an	  athletics-­‐centric	  curriculum.	  	  4. Placing	  a	  concrete	  educational	  value	  on	  intercollegiate	  athletic	  participation	  is	  not	  easily	  done.	  	  5. Future	  research	  could	  look	  into	  the	  interest	  of	  an	  athletics-­‐centric	  curriculum	  amongst	  coaches,	  athletics	  administrators	  and	  faculty.	  	  
Definition	  of	  Terms	  	  1. Varsity	  athlete-­‐	  anyone	  who	  participates	  in	  an	  intercollegiate	  sport	  at	  the	  varsity	  level.	  	  2. Club	  athlete-­‐	  anyone	  who	  competes	  in	  a	  sport	  against	  participants	  from	  other	  universities	  or	  colleges,	  but	  not	  at	  the	  varsity	  level.	  The	  sports	  are	  not	  regulated	  by	  the	  NCAA	  or	  the	  NAIA.	  	  3. Traditional	  Student-­‐	  anyone	  who	  does	  not	  participate	  in	  an	  intercollegiate	  sport	  at	  the	  varsity	  or	  club	  levels.	  	  4. Curriculum-­‐	  a	  set	  of	  subject	  comprising	  a	  course	  of	  study.	  	  5. Athletics-­‐centric	  curriculum-­‐	  a	  set	  of	  subjects	  relating	  to	  the	  elite	  performance	  of	  sport	  or	  exercise	  that	  comprises	  a	  course	  of	  study.	  	  6. Minor-­‐	  a	  set	  of	  courses	  in	  an	  undergraduate	  student’s	  declared	  course	  of	  study,	  generally	  including	  12-­‐18	  credit	  hours.	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7. Time	  demands-­‐	  the	  balance	  between	  academics,	  athletics,	  and	  other	  student-­‐athlete	  activities	  that	  foster	  educational	  opportunities	  outside	  of	  intercollegiate	  athletics.	  	  8. Academy-­‐	  the	  academy	  of	  Higher	  Education.	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CHAPTER 2 
Role of Intercollegiate Athletics within the Academy  
Intercollegiate athletics was initially formed by Ivy League students in the late 1800s and 
was born out of a particular moment in American history in which physical activity and sport 
was embraced as a medium to enhance character development (Ingrassia, 2012; Smith, 2011). 
Over time, leaders in education administration began to see college sports as an opportunity to 
facilitate publicity and revenue for their institutions (Bok, 2009). Educational administrators 
began to hire and pay coaches, schedule competitions, construct athletic venues, and promote 
collegiate athletics (Chu, 1989; Smith, 2011).  
As winning became ever more entangled with the financial stakes of the universities 
(Bok, 2009), schools began to ponder the concept of providing athletic-based scholarships 
(Smith, 2011). The idea of providing a scholarship based on athletic ability faced immediate 
scrutiny, as it seemed to undermine the educational purpose of attending college (Gurney, 
Lopiano, & Zimbalist, 2016; Smith, 2011). In the decades since athletic scholarship 
implementation, intercollegiate sport has continued to evolve, and calls for academic reform 
have been a constant backdrop of the burgeoning industry (Smith, 2011).  
The aspiration for improving academic integrity has continued in the 2000’s as more 
cases of academic misconduct have been uncovered despite increasing regulation and monitoring 
of athlete academics and eligibility (Division I Progress-Toward-Degree Requirements, 2016; 
Gurney & Southall, 2013; NCAA, 2016). As such, it may be time to fundamentally examine the 
assumptions upon which intercollegiate athletics within the academy are based.  
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Criticisms of Intercollegiate Athletics  
 Many scholars have voiced concern that intercollegiate athletics harms the university, 
claiming that with the current governance system, the mission of athletics does not correspond 
with the mission of higher education (Branch, 2011; Fried, 2007; Gerdy, 2006; Sack, 2001). The 
benefits of sport participation have come into question as headlines and lawsuits draw attention 
to unethical behavior (Lewinter, Weight, Osborne, & Brunner, 2013; Miller, 2016; Nocera & 
Strauss, 2016; Weight & Huml, 2017), excessive commercialization (Gerdy, 2006; Ingrassia, 
2012; Vanover & DeBowes, 2013), and an increased focus on revenue generation at the expense 
of athlete education (Branch, 2011; McCormick & McCormick, 2006; Simons, Van Rheenen, & 
Covington, 1999).  
Exploitation is a growing topic of concern. Critics of the current regulatory system 
believe the principle of amateurism as upheld by the NCAA (NCAA, 2016), facilitates the 
exploitation of varsity athletes (Benedict & Keteyian, 2013; Branch, 2011; Miller, 2016; 
Rosenthal, 2003; Sack & Staurowsky, 1998; Staurowsky & Ridpath, 2005). This system allows 
for commercialization, publicity, and revenue generation on the backs of athletes who do not 
have the opportunity to receive monetary compensation (outside of tuition, fees, and sometimes 
cost of attendance) from the revenue they generate for schools and athletic departments (Byers, 
1995; Nocera & Strauss, 2016; Smith, 2011). Additionally, many varsity athletes fail to receive a 
true college education because of the excessive time commitment athletics demands (Branch, 
2001; Nocera & Strauss, 2016; Ross, 2012; Smith & Willingham, 2015; Staurowsky & Ridpath, 
2005).  
 The educational benefits of intercollegiate athletics participation have been challenged 
due to recent cases of athletics-centric academic fraud, scandals, low GPAs, and low graduation 
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rates (Gurney & Southall, 2013; Smith & Willingham, 2015). Some have called the cases of 
academic fraud an epidemic (New, 2016; Ridpath, 2016; Wolverton, 2015).  The drive to commit 
academic fraud could stem from the reality that some varsity athletes are not ready for the rigors 
of college coursework (Eckward, 2010; Fountain & Finley, 2011; Hardin & Pate, 2013). 
Institutions may be admitting athletes based on their athletic abilities (Schneider, Ross, & Fisher, 
2010), and this special acceptance of underprepared students leads admitted athletes to struggle 
in the classroom and fail to balance academics and athletics (Gayles, 2004; Wolverton, 2014).  
 Admitting unprepared athletes can also lead to poor practices of “majoring in eligibility” 
wherein athletes are steered to athlete-friendly faculty, or majors that are seen as the path of least 
educational resistance, and not necessarily the path of educational fulfillment (Fountain & 
Finley, 2009; Schneider, Ross, & Fisher, 2010) An over emphasis on eligibility produces an 
“athletic subculture of low academic expectations, thus reducing the possibilities for developing 
high-achieving student athletes” (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011, pg. 236, ¶ 1), even when they are 
capable of academic success.  
 Major clustering can lead to academic failure because the students might not believe the 
major is the right fit for them (Schneider, Ross, & Fisher, 2010) or they are not actually 
interested in the material (Paule & Gilson, 2011). However, they must stay the course or forego 
eligibility. This plays a role in “mental dropout” for varsity athletes (Lang, Dunham, & Alpert, 
1988). While they physically remain in school, behavioral problems and low grades indicate 
students have mentally dropped out (Lang, Dunham, & Alpert, 1988).    
 With the development of a curriculum in athletics performance, the potential for 
academic clustering should be heavily considered (Weight & Huml, 2017). However, this 
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curriculum could provide a useful and desirable field of study, a fulfilling academic path, and a 
proactive approach to address the issues of exploitation and educational fulfillment.  
Educational Value of Intercollegiate Athletics 
Paramount to the integration of athletics within the academy is the underlying theoretical 
premise of education through athletics (Brand, 2001; Brand, 2006; Chalfin et al., 2015; Weight, 
Cooper, & Popp, 2015; Weight & Huml, 2017). Despite evidence supporting educational and 
life-skill benefits of intercollegiate athletics participation, athletics performance curricula 
continue to be viewed as unworthy of academic credit within higher education (Jenkins, 2011; 
Weight, 2015; Weight & Huml, 2017).  
Advocates for an athletics performance curriculum contend that letting varsity athletes 
take courses related to athletics, or even major in athletics, is a more “honest” approach, and 
similar to what is already done for other disciplines such as music, theater, or dance (Brand, 
2006; Burke, 2016; Jenkins, 2011). For many athletes, this curriculum could also facilitate an 
opportunity to obtain education in an area that will provide a better chance for employment 
because their educational pursuits are in line with their true career objectives and desires 
(Pargman, 2012; Paule & Gilson, 2011). 
 It has traditionally been accepted that athletics participation develops character 
(Duderstadt, 2009; Gayles & Hu, 2009; Gould & Carson, 2008; Hellison, 2003; Oriard, 2012) 
and enhances self-concept (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Research also supports that athletics 
participation can enhance aspects of cognitive development including multitasking and 
processing speed (Chaddock et al., 2011). There is an industry of corporations that specifically 
seek to hire former athletes because of the life skills they develop through sport including goal-
setting, competitive nature, leadership, and team-building (Chalfin et al., 2015; Gould & Carson, 
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2008; 2015; Hardcastle, Tye, Glassey & Hagger, 2015). Finally, research has demonstrated that 
athlete graduates who work full time have higher levels of job satisfaction, work engagement, 
income, health, and quality of life than their non-athlete peers (Bonfiglio, 2016; DeFreese et al., 
2018; Weight, Navarro, Huffman, Smith-Ryan, 2014). This research provides some evidence of 
the correlation between participation in intercollegiate athletics and positive life outcomes. As 
such, it could be argued that providing an educational forum to enrich the lessons learned 
through athletics could provide opportunities for more students (non-varsity athletes) to gain 
these advantages through the study and practice of athletics performance, and could positively 
impact the strength of these associations.  
Time Demands  
One of the most controversial and disputed topics surrounding intercollegiate athletics 
involves the time demands of varsity athletes. Studies show athletes spend approximately 34 
hours per week on their sport during their season, and even more when out of season (NCAA 
GOALS Study, 2016) which undoubtedly impacts an athlete’s academic experience. One point to 
consider involves countable athletic related activities (CARA), which includes any required 
activity with an athletics purpose, involving athletes and/or coaching staff (NCAA, 2016).  
One approach to CARA would be to have some of the required educational elements be 
formalized within a traditional academic course. Life-skills seminars, policy and procedure 
training, and NCAA and compliance education could all provide rich academic material, 
facilitate discussion and deeper knowledge of often glossed-over topics, and provide a solid 
foundation for students to thrive in their unique roles on campus (Pacific 12 Conference, 2016; 
Ridpath, 2016). All of these programs serve an educational purpose and could be integrated into 
an athletics performance minor.  
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Experiential Learning Theory  
The theoretical foundation for this study is based upon Experiential Learning Theory 
(ELT) which emphasizes the crucial role that experience plays in the learning process (Kolb, 
2014). The experiential learning pattern is cyclical, beginning with a concrete experience. This 
flows into stages two and three of reflective observation (reflecting on the action and in 
action/reviewing) and abstract conceptualization (learning from the experience). The final stage 
is active experimentation in which the person tries out what was learned through the process 
(Kolb, 2014).  
ELT demonstrates that skills, knowledge, and experience can all be acquired outside of a 
traditional academic setting (Kolb, 2001). By taking the lessons learned in the training room, in 
the locker room, on the court, or on the field, educational curricula can become more personal 
and strengthen cognitive development and understanding for those interested in an athletics 
performance curriculum (Chaddock, Neider, Voss, Gaspar & Kramer, 2011). Not only could 
students engage in concrete experience, they could also participate in courses that directly tie 
into their experiences, thus offering a unique opportunity for reflective observation. This can 
lead to the formation of abstract conceptualization of these experiences, and the testing of this 
conceptualization through active experimentation. Thus, new knowledge is created and 
reinforced through transformative and hands-on experiences (Cantor, 1997; Rolls, 1992; Weight 
et al., 2014).  
For example, the day after an intense strength training session (concrete experience), an 
athlete feels muscle soreness (reflective observation). The athlete attends an applied exercise 
physiology course, where the professor discusses delayed onset muscle soreness (DOMS) which 
results from microscopic damage to muscle fibers. The professor details the physiologic actions 
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that take place during strength training, and steps to enhance muscle growth and reduce 
inflammation (abstract conceptualization).  The athlete then imagines the physiologic processes 
during the next weight room session, utilizes a foam roller to apply self-myofacial release, and 
tests her knowledge through active experimentation (step four).  By pairing athletic experiences 
with academic instruction, there are tremendous opportunities for rich educational growth.   
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CHAPTER 3 
Participants & Procedures 
The sample of survey participants was drawn from three southeastern institutions 
competing in the Atlantic Coast Conference. Populations of interest included current varsity 
athletes, coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty (N = 539). Institutional directories and 
athletic department websites were used to select participants and gather contact information. 
Purposive sampling methodology was employed. The sample of varsity athletes was drawn from 
only one institution due to access and privacy concerns, while all head and assistant coaches at 
the three institutions received the survey. Senior athletics administrators, along with 
administrators in athletic compliance and academic support for athletes also received the survey. 
Finally, faculty invited to participate included music, dance, theater, sport management, and 
exercise science professors, faculty serving upon the institutional faculty athletics committees or 
as Faculty Athletics Representatives, and those who have been outspoken in favor or against 
issues surrounding the role of intercollegiate athletics in the academy.  
Each invited participant received a link to a short electronic survey via Qualtrics. Two 
weeks after the initial survey was released, non-respondents were sent a reminder. Two weeks 
after the reminder e-mail, the survey was closed. The following general description of an 
athletics performance minor was provided at the beginning of the survey with the goal of 
distinguishing this type of curriculum from other similar areas such as exercise science and sport 
management:  
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“Research over the past decade has provided insight into positive educational outcomes 
associated with participation in intercollegiate athletics. There appears to be education that 
happens through athletics that translates into increased marketability, satisfaction with life, 
occupational success, and health. This education is something many in athletics have felt, seen, 
or experienced, but little has been measured. As we seek to enhance the educational experiences 
of intercollegiate athletes, we are hoping to explore the possibility of designing an athletics 
performance minor which will pair a lot of the on-the-field knowledge gained (strength training, 
for example), with applied education (applied exercise physiology, for example), and facilitate 
credit for education that occurs outside of the traditional structures of the academy (viewing 
athletics similar in form to music, or dance, for example). Toward this end, we would like to 
gather your initial thoughts and ideas about an athletics performance curriculum.”  
Closed-ended demographic questions relating to gender and ethnicity (Table 1) were 
posed after the provided general description of an athletics performance curriculum. The next 
questions were Likert Scale, inquiring about the participant’s opinions for implementation of an 
athletics performance minor on campus (Tables 2 and 3) and opinions on varsity athletes earning 
academic credit for participation in athletics (Table 4). The next questions asked for participants’ 
initial thoughts on the curriculum (Table 6), what courses to include (Table 7), and other topics 
to consider pertaining to an athletics performance curriculum.  
Data Analysis  
This pilot study employed qualitative and quantitative analysis procedures.  Narrative 
responses were organized by repeated themes. These themes were tagged with codes, or 
identifiers that allowed for key points to be grouped together -- developed through the data, 
rather than developed from pre-existing conceptualizations (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2002). This 
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code to concepts to themes process was performed on research questions one and three. The 
researchers began with NVivo coding methods followed by axial coding to link the participants’ 
narratives into condensed themes while also retaining their voices (Saldana, 2009).  
 Upon entering the quantitative data collected from the completed surveys into Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), numerous statistical tests were run to analyze the results 
and answer research question two. Descriptive statistics provided the means and standard 
deviations, indicating differences in interest level and support of an athletics performance 
curriculum between the groups surveyed. A one-way ANOVA with Tukey post-hoc analysis was 
also performed to test for significant differences between the demographic category independent 
variables of varsity athletes, coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty. Because distributions 
of the statistics of interest may not be normally distributed, we also conducted nonparametric 
analyses using the Kruskal-Wallis test.  However, findings did not differ from parametric 
analyses and are not reported in this article.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Demographics  
Of the 539 varsity athletes, coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty invited to 
participate in the study, 97 completed the survey, yielding a response rate of 18%. Of those who 
completed the survey, approximately 59.8% (n = 58) identified as male and 39.2% (n = 38) as 
female. A majority of the survey respondents (84.5%, n = 82) selected white or Caucasian as 
their ethnicity. Varsity athletes (37.1%, n = 36) and coaches (24.7%, n = 24) were most highly 
represented in the sample with faculty (19.6%, n = 19) and athletics administrators (18.6%, n = 
18) following. Due to the small number of club athlete respondents, their responses were not 
included in the analyses. A complete listing of respondent demographic characteristics can be 
found in Table 1. 
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Support for an Athletics Performance Curriculum   
Following the introduction to the concept of an athletics performance curriculum, 
participants were asked, “based on your initial understanding, how supportive would you be of 
implementing an athletics performance minor on your campus?” The five-point Likert scale 
ranged from (1) very unsupportive to (5) very supportive. Sixty-five percent (n = 63) of the 
respondents were supportive or very supportive of implementing the curriculum. A complete 
breakdown of initial support for an athletics performance minor can be found in Table 2. Using 
another five-point Likert-scale, participants were asked, “Should varsity athletes be able to earn 
academic credit for participation in athletics as currently organized?” Forty-eight respondents 
(49.4%) reported probably or definitely yes. The results are below in Table 3. 
 
 
Table 2
% n
Participant Response
Very Unsupportive (1) 5.20% 5
Unsupportive (2) 7.20% 7
Neutral (3) 22.70% 22
Supportive (4) 40.20% 39
Very Supportive (5) 24.70% 24
Total 100.00% 97
M  = 3.72, SD  = 1.08
Based on your initial understanding, how supportive would you be 
of implementing an athletics performance minor on your campus? 
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A slight modification of the previous question asked respondents, “Should varsity 
athletes be able to earn academic credit for participation in athletics if clear educational 
outcomes are established and measured?” When educational outcomes are established and 
measured, a greater number of respondents were in favor of the idea with approximately 70% (n 
= 68) probably or definitely supportive of credit for athletic participation when there are clear 
educational outcomes established and measured (see Table 4). A dependent t-test demonstrated a 
significant increase in support from participants’ responses from question two to question three 
with a mean difference of 0.474, p < 0.001. 
 
Table 3
% n
Participant Response
Definitely not (1) 9.30% 9
Probably not (2) 21.60% 21
Neutral (3) 19.60% 19
Probably yes (4) 25.80% 25
Definitely yes (5) 23.70% 23
Total 100.00% 97
M  = 3.33, SD  = 1.31
Should varsity athletes be able to earn academic credit for 
participation in athletics as currently organized? 
Table 4
% n
Participant Response
Definitely not (1) 3.10% 3
Probably not (2) 17.50% 17
Neutral (3) 9.30% 9
Probably yes (4) 36.10% 35
Definitely yes (5) 34.00% 33
Total 100.00% 97
M  = 3.80, SD  = 1.18
Should varsity athletes be able to earn academic credit for 
participation in athletics if clear educational outcomes are 
established and measured? 
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Variation between Stakeholder Groups 
 A one-way ANOVA was performed to test for significant differences among the 
participant groups regarding support for an athletics performance curriculum (See Table 5). 
Support was the highest among varsity athletes (M = 4.00, SD=0.79) and coaches (M = 
4.00, SD = 0.78), followed by athletics administrators (M = 3.72, SD = 1.36) and faculty (M = 
2.84, SD = 1.17).  The omnibus F-test was significant, suggesting at least one group mean was 
different, F(3, 93) = 6.51, p < 0.001. Post-hoc analyses found that faculty showed significantly 
less support of the idea than varsity athletes (mean difference = -1.16, p = 0.01), coaches (mean 
difference = -1.16, p = 0.02), and athletics administrators (mean difference = -0.88, p = 0.04). 
Next, a one-way ANOVA was performed to test for significant differences among the 
participant groups regarding support for academic credit for athletics participation as athletics is 
currently organized (See Table 5). Support was the highest among varsity athletes (M = 3.86, SD 
= 1.22), followed by coaches (M = 3.46, SD = 1.06), athletics administrators (M = 3.28, SD = 
1.41), and faculty (M = 2.21, SD = 0.98).  The omnibus F-test was significant suggesting at least 
one group mean was different, F(3, 93) = 8.27, p < 0.001. Post-hoc analyses found that faculty 
showed significantly less support of the idea than varsity athletes (mean difference=-1.65, p  
<0.001), coaches (mean difference = -1.25, p = 0.005), and athletics administrators (mean 
difference = -1.07, p = 0.04). 
Lastly, a one-way ANOVA was performed to test for significant differences among the 
participant groups regarding support for academic credit for athletics participation if academic 
outcomes were established (See Table 5). Support was the highest among varsity athletes (M = 
4.11, SD = 1.04), followed by athletics administrators (M = 3.94, SD = 1.31), coaches (M = 
3.88, SD = 1.04), and faculty (M = 3.00, SD = 1.20).  The omnibus F-test was significant, 
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suggesting at least one group mean was different, F(3, 93) = 4.28, p = 0.007. Post-hoc analyses 
found that faculty showed significantly less support of the idea than varsity athletes only (mean 
difference = -1.11, p =0.004.  
 
Athletics Performance Curriculum Initial Thoughts 
Participants were asked to share their initial thoughts on the concept of an athletics 
performance curriculum in an open-ended question, which 77 participants completed. The 
responses were coded, evaluated for patterns and themes, and classified into sixteen categories, 
which can be found in Table 6. One of the main themes garnered from the responses is that 
athletics participation is deserving of academic credit (29%), and that the curriculum could be a 
way to couple what athletes learn from athletics with what is gained in the classroom.  
Many survey participants (14%) believe that athletics participation provides valuable 
transferable skills and experiential learning opportunities that can tie into a curriculum. Four 
respondents indicated that this curriculum would prove beneficial for students interested in 
becoming coaches in the future. However, eight of the respondents in favor of the academic 
credit for athletic participation raised concerns about the structure of the curriculum, grading 
processes, and impacts on eligibility requirements.  
Some qualms pertaining to this style of curriculum expressed by those unsupportive of 
the curriculum (12%) include the potential for this to be an easy credit option (6.5%), the belief 
that basing a curriculum in athletics will further marginalize academics (5%), and that athletics is 
purely extracurricular (4%). Four participants, all faculty members, also declared that 
Table 5
6.51 < 0.001
8.27 < 0.001
4.28 0.007
Support for implementing an athletics performance curriculum
Overall    
Mean (SD)
Athlete  
Mean (SD)
Coach    
Mean (SD)
Admin   
Mean (SD)
Faculty 
Mean (SD)
F p
*Tukey post-hoc analysis suggested a significant mean difference with this group compared to faculty.
3.80 (1.31)
2.21 (0.98)
3.00 (1.20)
Credit for participation as currently organized
Credit for participation with clear educational 
3.33 (1.31) 3.86 (1.22)* 3.46 (1.06)* 3.28 (1.41)*
Support for implementing an athletics-centric minor 3.72 (1.08) 4.00 (0.79)* 4.00 (0.78)* 3.72 (1.36)* 2.84 (1.17)
3.80 (1.18) 4.11 (1.04)* 3.88 (1.04)
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intercollegiate athletics is a “racket,” clearly conveying their disdain for an athletics performance 
curriculum. One faculty participant voiced athletics is a “total drag on the mission of schools.” 
 
Courses to include in an athletics performance curriculum 
Participants responded with a mixture of potential courses for an athletics performance 
curriculum. Table 7 lists the twenty-two course categories mentioned by the 77 respondents. 
Sport psychology was the main course proposed by the survey participants (23%), and all parties 
surveyed suggested the course, with varsity athletes (38%) and coaches (33%) suggesting it the 
most.  
 Leadership (21%) and teamwork (9%) were also courses regularly suggested in the 
survey. Coaches (38%) and varsity athletes (20%) saw the highest need for these courses. Other 
popular courses proposed include anatomy/physiology (21%), strength and conditioning (21%), 
coaching (12%), communication/public speaking (10%), and sport business/finance (8%). Table 
7 has the full course suggestion list for an athletics performance minor. 
Table 6
n %
Supportive 32 41.6%
Athletics is worthy of class credit 22 28.6%
Transferable skills/experiential learning 14 18.2%
This could help prepare student-athletes for life after sports 12 15.6%
Curriculum needs to be very structured 11 14.3%
Unsupportive 6 7.8%
Curriculum offers potential for easy credit 5 6.5%
Want more information on the concept 5 6.5%
College athletics is a racket 5 6.5%
Athletics is similar to dance and theater so this curriculum should be an option 4 5.2%
Poses great opportunity for future coaches 4 5.2%
Campus is already too focused on athletics and this will further marginalize academics 4 5.2%
Athletics is purely extracurricular and should remain as such 3 3.9%
Bad optics for campuses 3 3.9%
This curriculum could help solve the disconnect between the Academy and athletics 3 3.9%
n = 77
Initial thoughts on an athletics performance minor
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Table	  7
n %Sport	  psychology	   18 23.4%Leadership	   16 20.8%Anatomy/physiology	   16 20.8%Strength	  and	  conditioning	   15 19.5%Sport	  nutrition	   15 19.5%Athletic	  Training	   10 13.0%Coaching	   9 11.7%Communication/public	  speaking 8 10.4%Teamwork/team	  building	   7 9.1%Sport	  business/finance 6 7.8%Sport	  management 6 7.8%I	  don't	  know	   5 6.5%Tactics,	  theory,	  and	  strategy	   4 5.2%None 4 5.2%Sport	  history	   4 5.2%Research	  in	  sports 3 3.9%NCAA	  rules	   3 3.9%Ethics	   3 3.9%
n	   =	  77
Courses	  to	  be	  included	  in	  an	  athletics	  performance	  minor	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CHAPTER 5 
This research explores an avenue to bridge the divide between the academy and athletics, 
and the results suggest there is moderate interest in an athletics-performance minor. Stemming 
from the conceptual rationale of an Integrated View of intercollegiate athletics (Brand, 2006) and 
the educational value of intercollegiate athletics (Chalfin et al., 2015; Weight & Huml, 2017; 
Weight et al., 2015) this discussion will focus on stakeholder perspectives surrounding 1) an 
athletics performance minor, 2) academic credit for athletics participation, and 3) the potential 
design and implementation of an athletics performance curriculum.   
Perspective toward an athletics performance minor  
The majority (66%) of participants voiced support for the curriculum. There were a 
variety of different rationales offered for why this curriculum would be advantageous. One of the 
most common reasons participants voiced support for the curriculum was the transferrable and 
experiential skills varsity athletes graduate with. One faculty member commented, “In a 
landscape that increasingly places more emphasis on transferable skills development and 
competency building, I certainly see participation in athletics providing an experiential learning 
environment.” The faculty member continued by stating that this style of curriculum could help 
all parties involved in higher education better understand each other. One varsity athlete wrote: 
“This would be AMAZING! I have learned things through my participation on a team that I 
never would have learned anywhere else… The lessons learned are applicable to life post-
graduation and should be treated just like any other experiential education or hands on learning 
course.”  
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The sentiments of this faculty member and varsity student-athlete provide supplementary voices 
to a foundation of literature exploring the educational value of participation in intercollegiate 
athletics (e.g. Bonfiglio, 2016; Chaflin, et al., 2015; Cooper, Weight, & Pierce, 2014; Paule & 
Gilson, 2011; Potuto, 2017; Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007; Videon, 2002; Weight & Huml, 2017). 
The perspectives above also stress the importance of experiential learning, and the opportunities 
that athletics participation offers to tap into new ways of thinking and learning, while connecting 
different components of life to one another (e.g. sport and science).   
Faculty Perspectives. Faculty support of athletics on campuses has always been tenuous 
(Savage et al., 1929; Sack, 2001). Uncertainties and concerns about housing athletics within 
universities were expressed in the Carnegie Report (Savage et al., 1929), and many of those same 
concerns are still being voiced today. Faculty remain the most vocal crusaders to enhance and 
protect the academic experiences of intercollegiate athletes (Comeaux, 2011; Feezell, T., 2015; 
Lewinter, et al., 2013). Data gathered within this study support this notion. Of the participants 
who were either very unsupportive or unsupportive of implementing an athletics performance 
minor on their campus, 77% were faculty.  
Faculty provided reasons why they do not support academic credit for athletics. The two 
primary themes were 1) athletics marginalizes the academic integrity of institutions, and 2) 
student-athletes are already more athletes than students (Atwater, 2010; Smith, 2011). Many 
faculty feel that athletics and the academy are incompatible (Comeaux, 2011; Feezell, T., 2015; 
Sperber, 2000), and it is possible that much of the prejudice against athletics is rooted in 
misunderstanding. Many faculty do not understand intercollegiate athletics (Feezell, T., 2015; 
Gerdy, 2006). Likewise, those in athletics do not fully grasp the intricacies of the academy 
(Toma, 2009).  
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The concerns faculty cite relative to the role of intercollegiate athletics in the academy 
have merit. However, faculty have largely been apathetic toward or unable to address the issues 
that plague the athlete-student experience (Lederman, 2007). The University of Nebraska’s 
Faculty Athletics Representative expressed the importance of synergy between university parties: 
“All the external noise and all the external factors facing college athletics demand a unified 
approach from the greater campus and the athletic department. A positive, mutually supportive 
working relationship… can go a long way to maintain, enhance, and showcase the positive 
values of collegiate athletics” (Potuto, 2017 ¶ 22).  
Channeling this spirit, perhaps, many faculty members expressed the positive 
contribution that athletics brings to a university campus and community, and approximately 42% 
of faculty members surveyed were supportive or very supportive of implementing the 
curriculum. One faculty saw this curriculum as an opportunity to “inspire athletes to examine 
their value as an athlete on campus, motivate them to consider graduate school, and help inform 
the campus community about the value of sport (more than entertainment).” 
This minor has the opportunity to address the varied faculty perceptions by creating 
something that can touch and benefit multiple university populations (Brand, 2006). One faculty 
member’s response on an athletics performance curriculum was reminiscent of Potuto’s 
comments: “this would help both athletes and others (faculty, staff, students, community) better 
understand the skills and competencies gained through participation in athletics, especially if this 
experiential education was paired up with a more traditional academic course in a classroom/lab 
setting.” Working to understand, accept, and empathize with other differing parties is not 
something to be further suppressed or scoffed at. Rather, it is what college and education is all 
about.  
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Academic credit for athletics participation  
 The idea of academic credit for participation in athletics has been brought up in both the 
media (Burke, 2016; Jenkins, 2011; Lombardi, 2014; Pargman, 2012; Weight, 2015) and recent 
research (Brand, 2001; Brand, 2006; Brown, 2013; Weight, et al., 2015; Weight & Huml, 2017). 
This study extends the literature, exploring the idea that intercollegiate athletics participation 
may have educational merit worthy of course credit. The results of this study demonstrate that 
respondents were largely unconvinced of athletics being worthy of credit within the current 
structure of intercollegiate athletics. However, if athletics could be combined with an academic 
setting, the respondents saw great opportunity for academic credit and learning experiences.  
Relying on the experiential learning theory as a guide, the pairing of structured learning 
objectives with concrete athletics experiences could bring a host of benefits to the participating 
students interested in the formalized study of elite athletics performance. The minor could allow 
students to think creatively and critically about experiences they have had training, competing, 
and performing, while challenging them to understand the underlying physiology, psychology, 
nutrition, leadership, and communication elements necessary to thrive. The ability to study sport 
performance in an applied setting is a tremendous complement to other existing areas of study 
such as sport management, exercise and sport science, coaching, and physical education that 
facilitate additional knowledge about different elements of the sport industry. For those enrolled, 
this educational experience can facilitate rich educational opportunities allowing for complete 
immersion in experiential learning principles within the classroom and on the field. 
An additional benefit of an athletics performance minor is its potential to decrease time 
demands currently placed on varsity athletes (Weight & Huml, 2017) and allow them to have 
more educational experiences during their time in college (Brown, 2013). One way to decrease 
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time demands using an athletics performance curriculum is to use the required activities (CARA 
or RARA) as opportunities for academic credit. These activities could easily be incorporated into 
a course included in an athletics performance curriculum (Weight & Huml, 2017) including 
meetings centered upon topics of leadership, sport psychology, community outreach, nutrition, 
life skills, communication, Title IX, NCAA compliance, and sexual assault, for example. 
Athletics Performance Curriculum Design 
 An athletics performance curriculum could provide an educational experience while 
facilitating a more honest and practical curriculum for varsity athletes and those wanting to 
continue to work in the sport industry post-college. Since this system reflects what is currently 
done in music, theater, and dance departments, it stands to reason that an athletics performance 
curriculum could be modeled on the curriculums music, theater, and dance departments employ 
(Brand, 2006; Burke, 2016; Lombardi, 2014). If these fields are considered “art” and worthy of 
curricula, and athletics models its curriculum after them, there is certainly a case to consider 
athletics as an art (and science) form and a credible area of study.  
A theater professor respondent made the comparison between his field and athletics: “I 
feel this is very comparable to the theatre world where I teach. Our students learn in the 
classroom and practice their craft on stage.” This acknowledgment of discipline similarities 
could foster an avenue for the academy to stop treating the educational foundation for careers in 
sports differently than careers in other professions (Jenkins, 2011; Pargman, 2012).  
Minors in music, theater, and dance are structured in a variety of ways. Minors in these 
areas often have one or two mandatory courses followed by a list of elective course offerings to 
individualize the curriculum to students’ own interests. The core requirements for a music minor 
from one of the schools involved in this study offered the following: one three-credit course on 
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music foundations, two three-credit courses ranging from music fundamentals to rock lab to 
women and music to music and politics, and six hours from other music courses, which can 
include lessons or ensembles.  
It would be most logical to create a minor in athletics similar to the music minor specified 
above. The curriculum could have an introductory course to collegiate athletics to provide a basis 
and breadth of knowledge wherein required NCAA and university trainings could be included, 
which frees up athlete time and facilitates a forum for rich discussion (Kember, 2016). To 
complete the minor, students could select from a variety of elective courses, including perhaps 
sport psychology, nutrition, leadership, coaching, or communication. Offering electives will 
boost student motivation and satisfaction while also allowing them to exercise autonomy 
(Kember, 2016). Due to the emphasis on experiential learning, this curriculum can differentiate 
from other areas of study such as sport management and exercise science by also allowing for 
lessons, ensembles, or labs similar to music wherein athletes are able to earn a limited amount of 
credit for their athletic endeavors, though there would be academic requirements and specific 
learning outcomes. The academic application of athletics experiences facilitates a tremendous 
opportunity to incorporate ELT principles and learning experiences.  
The most commonly suggested courses to include were sport psychology (23%) and 
leadership (21%). The frequent desire to have sport psychology included in the curriculum could 
demonstrate a gap in knowledge of sport psychology of current varsity athletes. This could also 
show desire to know more about psychological strategies and coping mechanisms that come with 
proficiency in sport psychology. The high demand for leadership and teamwork courses 
suggested from the survey results, could point to a disparity in leadership and teamwork abilities 
of current varsity athletes with what they need to be truly successful academically and 
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athletically. Offering leadership programs as academic credit will allow student-athletes to 
dedicate the appropriate amount of time to honing their leadership techniques and continue to 
prepare them for the court, classroom, and career (Bonfiglio, 2016; Chalfin et al., 2015; 
Lefebvre, 2014; Weight & Huml, 2017). Sport psychology and leadership courses offer a variety 
of experiential opportunities to merge the classroom and athletics. Thus, students will complete 
the ELT cycle while performing their sport and participating in structured experience, reflection, 
conceptualization, and experimentation (Kolb, 2014).   
This curriculum would be open, potentially through an application process, to varsity 
athletes and other elite performers in the general student body (possibly in club sport or 
competitive non-sanctioned sports, for example). Perspective is an important construct in this 
curriculum, and opening it up to those outside of intercollegiate athletics would provide for 
cross-campus connections, intriguing class discussions, and learning opportunities for all parties 
involved.  
Due to the multitude of course suggestions gathered from the survey along with the 
variety of experiences athletics provides, there are many viable avenues for an athletics 
performance curriculum to take and many chances for students to tailor the minor to their 
individual passions. With this curriculum, students could receive a more holistic experience 
regarding education with and through sport. Students might engage in courses pertaining to 
leadership, tactics and theory, analytics, strength and conditioning, athletic training, NCAA 
bylaws, or communication, each allowing opportunities to engage with the material in a unique 
experiential way through experience, reflection, conceptualization, and experimentation (Kolb, 
2014).  
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Faculty, athletics administrators, and possibly coaches could all potentially teach courses. 
Support and curriculum competence from faculty would be crucial to the design and success of 
the curriculum (Huizinga, Handelzalts, Nieveen, & Voogt, 2014). Adopting coaches into a more 
faculty-driven role will lend additional support to the idea that coaches are indeed educators, and 
valued as such (Brand, 2006; Weight et al., 2015). Bringing these varied groups together allows 
for a unique learning opportunity for those in academia and those in athletics to learn more about 
each system and each other (Potuto, 2017).  
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CHAPTER 6 
Limitations  
This study was the first to explore the interest in and design of an athletics performance 
curriculum from a limited broad base of stakeholders. There are numerous follow-up studies that 
could be conducted to extend this research. The most logical follow-up would be to replicate the 
study comparing even more institutions to gain a more expansive picture of interest and support 
for and/or design of an athletics performance curriculum. Another study could delve more 
specifically into the implementation process of an experiential style of curriculum.  
The population of varsity athletes, varsity coaches, athletics administrators, and faculty 
from three Division I Power-5 institutions in the Southeast was appropriate for this study, but the 
targeted population does present a limitation to the study and restricts the ability to generalize 
these findings to a broader sample. Future studies could expand the study to more populations of 
interest. While this research was narrowed to Division I Power 5 institutions, investigating the 
support of an athletics performance curriculum at Division II and/or Division III institutions 
offers another fascinating avenue of study.  
Another limitation involves the respondents judging this minor as an abstract and novel 
idea. Participants’ biases and motives likely skewed the results.  Varsity athletes, for example, 
may have been motivated to support this idea because they believed it would save them time or 
provide an avenue to easy credits.  Alternatively, coaches may have supported the minor because 
they viewed it as a strong potential recruiting tool. 
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The response rate of 18% presents additional limitations relative to the sample. Although the 
response rate is sufficient for the purposes of this pilot study, a higher response rate would have 
provided a richer data set to analyze. Other research methodologies would also be helpful to 
further explore the research questions addressed with this study. Interviews and focus groups of 
stakeholder populations will facilitate a way to gather more information and a rich source of 
ideas and opinions about an athletics performance curriculum. Another future study could 
address the concerns and ideas to consider proposed by the survey respondents.  
Conclusion 
 In accordance with the conceptual rationale that there is an educational value to 
intercollegiate athletics, there seems to be a moderate degree of support and a rationale for the 
implementation of an athletics performance curriculum. There were significant differences in 
levels of support for an athletics performance curriculum between varsity athletes and faculty 
and coaches and faculty. However, many survey respondents, including faculty, believed that 
adding measurable educational outcomes to athletics participation would make the curriculum a 
viable option for implementation, while also helping to restore education as a central mission of 
intercollegiate athletics.  An athletics performance curriculum founded on experiential 
educational opportunities provides an avenue to further integrate the academy and athletics.  
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